To: 
Detroit Mayor, Kwame Kilpatrick
From:  Mike
Date:
March 31, 2003
Re: 
Future Environmental Justice Policy for the City of Detroit
1. Introduction

The purpose of this memo is to give a recommendation for Detroit’s current Environmental Justice (EJ) policy by analyzing EJ arguments in Detroit between 1993 and 2001, when Dennis Archer held the mayor’s position. As necessary content, the first section briefly explains past movements at the federal level. The next two sections describe the arguments raised during Dennis Archer’s term. Based on the preceding reviews, the last section outlines a feasible recommendation.

2. Recent events

EJ is defined by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and incomes with respect to the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, programs, and policies. As of 1994, the Clinton Administration actively promoted EJ by issuing an executive order that required federal agencies to promote EJ for minorities and the poor. The federal EJ initiative impacts any project that is subject to a state or local permit requirement if the permit-issuing authority receives federal funding.

In 1998, the EPA released interim guidelines that allow the EPA to review state permits if any EJ complaints are filed correspondent to the activity for which permission is required. Since the interim guidelines received considerable criticism, the EPA established an Advisory Committee to assist in the formulation of a revised guidance document. 

In 2000, the EPA issued revised guidelines in draft form for public comment. However, the guidelines were still very controversial, and given the subsequent administration change, the EPA has not yet completed the final revised guidelines. 

In 2001, under the Bush Administration, the EPA ranked EJ as a top priority and announced its intention to clear up 66 pending EJ complaints, many of which charge state governments with unjustly allowing new polluting factories to be built in already polluted neighborhoods.

3. Pro-EJ Policy Arguments

Proponents of EJ policy during Mayor Archer’s tenure offered the following four arguments.

First, Detroit has a substantial number of polluting industries, hazardous waste sites and incinerators, relative to other Michigan counties and cities. In 1993, the United Church of Christ, one of the large grass roots environmental groups, found that "the proportion of residents who are minorities in communities that have a commercial hazardous waste facility is about double the proportion of minorities in communities without such facilities. Where two or more such facilities are located, the proportion of residents who are minorities is more than triple". In Detroit and three surrounding counties, there are 16 such waste facilities, half of which are in the city proper. Furthermore, Detroit also has about 2,500 brownfields, which typically contain heavy metals such as lead, mercury, copper, cadmium, and chromium. 
Second, and directly consequential of the first claim, the health of Detroit’s citizen is at risk. The older industrialized neighborhoods are already overwhelmed with air pollution from a number of sources and the residents suffer from respiratory problems, including asthma and lung diseases. Higher rates of birth defects, low birth weights, high lead poison in children1 and increased cancer risk are also evident. For example, the infant death rate of Detroit is much higher than that of the Michigan average between 1997 and 20012. In particular, children’s asthma is one of the biggest health issues in Detroit. One study3 concluded that the substance that cause asthma increased in the southwest Detroit community and the increase is likely due to the proximity to heavy industrial pollutant point sources and interstate motorways.
Third, Michigan is becoming a dumping ground for Canada. This is because landfills in Michigan, especially in the poor and minority communities, are very cheap. In 2001 more than 18 million tons of trash was dumped in Michigan landfills, an increase of more than 7 percent from the previous year. Imported trash grew by nearly 27% in 2001. Currently, about 20% of all trash dumped in Michigan’s landfills is generated outside the state. In 2002 Michigan ranked number three in the amount of trash imported and may soon surpass Virginia to rank number two only behind Pennsylvania. 

Fourth, Michigan’s and Detroit’s past urban planners made mistakes. The poor and minority have not historically been involved in the land use decision-making, and they do not have a voice to raise their concerns at the policy-making level. 

4. Con-EJ Policy Arguments

Opponents of EJ policy during Mayor Archer time raised the following three arguments.

First, Detroit needs economic development. Detroit has been trapped in economic recession and there are a lot of brownfields in the inner city of Detroit. At present, most jobs are provided primarily in the suburbs, not the inner city. Without the existing public transportation, it is difficult for Detroit poor residents to get jobs because they often do not have a car. Therefore, it is important to give them job opportunities by promoting inner city redevelopment of the brownfields. In 1997, US Congress passed the President’s Brownfields Initiatives to “support 19,600 jobs and protect 34,000 acres of undeveloped areas”4.  EJ policy, which ignores the importance of economic benefits for the poor and the minority population, curtails Detroit’s plan to revitalize the inner city.

Second, contemporary land use policy is sufficient to provide environmental protection. In the current land use planning process, the City of Detroit takes into account environmental issues by working with communities to achieve more equitable levels of representation. The process in Detroit always includes public hearings, public meetings and other forms of public participation, providing a forum for potentially affected resident to express their concerns. 

Third, scientific evidence is weak. There is a dearth of scientific evidence correlating pollution with health problems. Chris Foreman Jr., a senior fellow at the Brookings Institute, says “the scientific community has not determined that diseases can be prevented from small reductions in the amount of pollution. High illness rates in the minority community are more a factor of low-income related health care access disparities than exposure to pollutants.”5 Although EJ policy might reduce environmental hazards in the minority community, EJ policy cannot solve their health problems.

5. Recommendations

Former mayor Dennis Archer consistently denounced the course of EJ movement primarily in defense of economic development in Detroit. Considering both arguments, I recommend to continue Archer’s defensive stance toward the EJ movement so as to promote redevelopment plans in the Detroit urban area. 

The current budget deficit makes it difficult to clean up old poisoned industrial areas. It is an urgent matter to secure job opportunities for the poor and the minority population of the city. Therefore, Detroit should continue its effort to attract new industries and to prevent existing industries from leaving Detroit. The minority and the poor populations do indeed suffer from disproportionate health problems. But redevelopment helps improve the minority’s health conditions by improving their economic conditions. 

It is also important to listen the voice of the minority before redevelopment projects are permitted. Both pro and con arguments share the importance of public participation. The strength of the public involvement in the current land use planning determines what would be the feasible option. The balance between economic development and environmental concerns can be addressed by the enforcement of public participation. 
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